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Colombian President Andres Pastrana broke off talks with the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN)
on Aug. 7, saying the rebels showed no real interest in pursuing peace. Meanwhile, Pastrana began
his last year in office with a 75% disapproval rating, and his decision has dimmed hopes that he can
forge peace with either of Colombia's two main guerrilla groups before the end of his term.
On Aug. 5, the daily El Tiempo reported that negotiators had almost finalized the timetable for
initiating the peace process that included a meeting between Pastrana and the head of the ELN,
Nicolas Rodriguez Bautista, known as Gabino. Thus, Pastrana's announcement, made the day he
began his last year in office, came as a surprise and seemed to dim any prospect for a deal with the
3,500-member ELN, once seen as the rebel group most interested in a cease-fire.
Talks with the larger Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), which began in 1998,
have also produced no major breakthroughs. To initiate the process with the FARC, Pastrana pulled
the military out of a 42,000-sq km area in southern Colombia. He had agreed to provide a smaller
area to the ELN, but the plan stalled amid opposition. Residents opposed to the demilitarized zone
say that, in southern Colombia, the FARC has taken advantage of the army's withdrawal to rebuild
its military strength, violate human rights, engage in dealings with drug traffickers, and have a
staging area for its attacks.
On Aug. 1, legislators of the opposition Partido Liberal questioned the government's peace effort
with the FARC and the purpose of the demilitarized zone. In a lengthy debate, Liberal lawmakers
said the administration had given too much national territory to the rebels with few results beyond
drawing up a 10-point agenda and working out a humanitarian agreement that led to the release of
300 police and military held by the FARC and 14 rebels held in Colombian jails.

Pastrana's position reflects influence of paramilitaries
Announcing the suspension of talks, Pastrana called the ELN "obstinate," but tacitly admitted that
the rightist paramilitary Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) had blocked an agreement.
"In the face of the ELN's obstinate intent to keep the process frozen, I have decided to suspend
the talks," said Pastrana in a speech to the armed forces. Pastrana said negotiators, meeting in
Venezuela, were close to an agreement when the ELN made new demands and rejected several new
proposals by the government to change the Havana accord. That accord called for demilitarizing
areas in Bolivar and Antioquia departments so the ELN could host a national convention with
civil groups as a step toward official peace negotiations with the government. Pastrana said the
government proposed reducing the size of the demilitarized zone, "modifying" its location, and
starting the national convention in a foreign country "with a view to moving it later to Colombia."
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Pastrana's explanation made it clear that the changes were to accommodate opposition by the AUC
and residents of the area who oppose the demilitarized zone. The talks in Venezuela were aimed at
breaking the deadlock in place since April when the ELN walked away from the process accusing
the government of doing nothing to remove the AUC from the region slated for the demilitarized
zone.
Government peace commissioner Camilo Gomez Alzate blamed contradictions within the
leadership of the ELN for the collapse of the talks. "It is evident that internal division exists in the
central command of the ELN, since one of the leaders, Antonio Garcia, disavowed the positions
of the representatives who met with me in Venezuela," said Gomez. At a press conference in the
Palacio de Narino, Gomez said the door remained open for a resumption of talks if ELN leaders
could agree among themselves.
ELN says it will wait for Pastrana's successor The ELN accused Pastrana of "wasting" his
opportunity to make peace and said it hoped "Colombia's next leader will take advantage of this
historic moment." Presidential elections are scheduled for May 2002. Garcia, the ELN second in
command, said it was unlikely that any agreement with the government would be reached while
Pastrana is in power. He said in the past year it has become obvious that the president has not
had a peace policy but rather a stalling policy that he uses for public relations. Garcia said the
government had not met the conditions for resuming conversations, including compensating people
for damages caused by massive aerial spraying in southern Bolivar province, seriously going after
the paramilitary forces, and fulfilling the agreements established in Havana.
In an 11-point communique titled "Don't Lie, President," read by Garcia, the group accused
Pastrana of repeatedly going back on agreements after they were made. "In April 2000, the president
publicly announced he would clear three municipalities to hold a national convention. He did not
fulfill that commitment and later demanded that what had already been agreed to be renegotiated,"
said the document. At the talks in Havana, the administration then reaffirmed the commitment
to the demilitarized zone, but the promise has not been kept because of pressure from right-wing
paramilitaries that control much of the area. "With the promise that the Havana accords would
be fulfilled, the ELN agreed to holding the exploratory meeting in Venezuela. In that meeting, the
government once again arrived with a proposal to modify what it had agreed to eight months earlier
in Cuba," the communique said.

Military supports Pastrana's position
The Colombian military and some civic groups supported Pastrana's decision. Armed forces
commander Gen. Fernando Tapias said the government did everything possible to arrive
at negotiations with the ELN. "Despite multiple proposals and the good will of the national
government, all the proposals were rejected without any justification, and I believe, given this
intransigent attitude of the ELN, there was no alternative but to suspend the dialogue that had
become sterile," said Tapias. The same day, the armed forces were put on alert because of the
increased risk of rebel attacks. The army said it had sent 2,000 soldiers and armed helicopters to the
area where the ELN has had its center of operations.
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Air force commander Gen. Hector Fabio Velasco said his troops were ready for any eventuality.
"We are with the president unconditionally, and the air force is ready, 100%, to ensure the national
integrity and to thwart any terrorist acts that the ELN might commit as a response to the decision
of the national government," said Velasco. Celso Martinez, president of the Asociacion Civil para
la Paz (ASOCIPAZ), said Pastrana made the right decision. "The conditions are not there for an
encounter zone because the area is controlled not just by one party but by three armed actors
operating outside the law," said Martinez.
But, the Asamblea Permanente de la Sociedad Civil por la Paz, which includes about 100 civil
groups, called on the government and the rebels to re-establish the talks. "Every importance should
be given the Havana accord, considering that it had the backing and verification of the Support
Countries and the facilitation committee, made up of representatives of civil society," the statement
said. "It concerns us that the conversations are not advancing, and we propose convoking the
international community and civil society to guarantee this process and not allow the dialogue with
the ELN to be suspended."
Another mediator, Maria Emma Mejia, said, "Substantive advances had been made, and I am
surprised [by the government's action], because getting past the remaining difficulties was
possible." Alejo Vargas, a member of the Comision Facilitadora de la Sociedad Civil, which
promotes negotiations between the government and the rebels, said the parties involved must
pursue dialogue as the most viable option for resolving the armed conflict. He said the talks suffered
from a "lack of political will by the government."
On its Web site, the AUC taunted the ELN, saying it should negotiate with the paramilitary group
rather than the government. "Your military surrender, coordinated with the government and with
us, is your last option to survive physically and politically," said the statement by the AUC joint
command. It said rebel leaders should "accept that the state cannot pull out of a territory where it is
not present, where the war is waged between the ELN and the AUC."

-- End --
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